CHAPTER 231 


February 15, 2012 


“Brr... It’s cold. L-Let’s start this meeting already so we can go back inside.” 


The investigation team had gathered on the top of the school, where the snow had 
blanketed its surface to the point of almost being unrecognizable. Why they couldn’t 
have this meeting indoors, Justin wasn’t quite sure. But he wasn’t going to question 
it. He’d rather just get to the heart of the matter as to why they were all here. Marie 
was stuck in that television in the cabin up on the ski resort. Now, | don’t think 
anyone was going to say they didn’t want to go rescue her, but they did need an 
attack plan. After all, by the time they hiked up to the resort they’d no doubt have 
little time to explore the television world. At least, not if they wanted to be home by 
curfew. Justin, Maya, and | guess Kurt had no problem as far as being home on time, 
but Justin was a lightweight when he was tired, and he did get sleepy really early. 
And leaving Maya and Kurt alone to go searching for Marie, well... Not the best idea 
for several reasons. The first was that two people wasn’t exactly a force to be 
reckoned with. The second was that while Maya had been warming up to Kurt, she 
still was a little shakey around him. She should know by now that Kurt didn’t mean 
anyone any harm, but she couldn’t help but flinch sometimes when he made a 
sudden movement; as if expecting to be struck down at any second. 


“First, allow me to report. Just in case, I’ve checked for missing people in the local 
jurisdiction to see if anyone may have wandered in there. Zero results. There are no 
missing person requests, either.” Naoto spoke up, explaining her deductions for the 
rest of the group. She had clearly been putting some time into this since they had 
last met. No doubt because unlike most of the other group members, she wasn’t 
celebrating Valentine’s Day. Even if she did have a sweetheart she probably 
wouldn’t so much as bat an eyelash at the date. It was nothing more than a 
consumerist holiday made to encourage frivolous spending on jewelry, candies, and 
cards. She never really did get that a holiday was a little more than the things you 
bought; it was the people you spent it with. That’s why Thanksgiving was easily the 
worst holiday of all time. 


“She’s not exactly a citizen here, so I’m not surprised.” Yu explained. He knew a lot 
more than he was letting on; everyone could clearly see that. Ever since Margaret 
had made it clear what her role was in all of this, they all knew Yu w as holding on 
desperately to some kind of secret. What it was, they didn’t know; but given his 
frantic disposition when his secret almost slipped out, they could only assume it was 
very bad. Maybe he was a fourth murderer in the chain of murderers in the Hanged 
Man case. By this point, it wouldn’t even surprise Justin. 


“It seems that this place really doesn’t have anything to do with our previous case.” 
Naoto confirmed. It was hard to believe, even when Margaret had claimed she 
doubted there was a connection, but it seemed there was no evidence to suggest 
the Midnight Channel was being improperly used again. It just made you wonder 
why it was back on the air now. Because Marie was inside the television? Was the 
reason it came on related to its occupants by any chance? Couldn’t be, it still came 
on even when no one was inside the television; there was just no one ON the show. 
No one had been on this showing either, strangely enough, so it was hard to even 
say that being in the TV was what caused something to appear on the television set. 
There was so much still unknown about that damn channel; and yet, Justin would be 
happy not knowing a damn thing about it if it meant leaving his life of supernatural 
crime fighting behind. God knows he had earned a rest from all of that. 


“Hey, no fair!” Chie objected, crossing her arms with slight annoyance. This all 
seemed like one big ploy on Naoto’s behalf to get the spotlight again. Which wasn’t 
unusual from Naoto, but was annoying all the same. There’s no | in team after all. 
But then there’s also no u in winner. And there’s definitely a u in suck and failure. 
“You said to rest, and yet you went and did research.” She remarked with almost 
amused disapproval. Like a child when the other kid skipped a few numbers during 
hide and seek, or when they suddenly had lava proof shoes when the floor had 
suddenly combusted into flames. Seriously, why was the floor lava? What scientific 
reasoning was there for the floor to suddenly become hot molten fucking lava? Still, 
at the end of the day, she wasn’t going to object. She got to spend Valentine’s Day 
with Justin, so she was more than happy to stand down for a day or two just to enjoy 
the holidays. And besides, it wasn’t like she had completely heeded Naoto’s advice 
to sit back and relax. She did have some off time when she wasn’t with Justin after 
all, which was admittedly very little given the day. “...But | went and checked the 
newspaper, too. | looked for any news of missing people, but there wasn’t any.” 


“| also tried asking our suppliers and customers if there was anything going on, but 
there aren’t any rumors.” Yukiko added. With a high profile case like the Hanged 
Man murders under Inaba’s belt, no doubt they would be more aware of this kind of 
stuff happening in their town. If there was no buzz going around about someone 
disappearing, well, there was a good chance no one had gone missing other than 
Marie. And from what Yu was claiming, it wasn’t all the surprising that no one 
noticed she was gone. She wasn’t exactly from around Inaba, she just... visited from 
time to time. And that didn’t make it unusual at all for her to disappear for long 
periods of time. 


“Ditto. | asked around at work, but didn’t come up with anything. You can’t 
underestimate the Housewife Network!” Yosuke beamed with slight pride in his 
source. Normally gossip wouldn’t make for a very credible source, but in this case, a 
rumor or two could help them in the long run. Especially when rumors like the 
Midnight Channel turned out to be entirely true. It was hard to pretend most rumors 
were false after that. After the most impossibly unlikely to be true rumor turned out 


to be... well... true. Plus... Well... These were housewives. Even if Yosuke didn’t get 
any information off of their gossiping, let’s face it; listening to drama always made 

for a good time. It was like watching a soap opera when you listened to housewives 
spread rumors and gossip behind each other’s backs. 


“Anything of note?” Justin questioned with sarcastic, but also somewhat genuine, 
interest. He’d be lying if he said he didn’t like hearing a bit of gossip here and there. 
Even if it usually was very malicious and disgusted him to his very being. | guess he 
just had a natural attraction to conflict; as if life was just too boring without it. For 
some people, that was entirely true. 


“Well, you will never believe what Carrie did last Sunday.” Yosuke flicked his wrist 
and raised the pitch of his voice to that of a woman that was a little too full of 
themself. The two laughed a bit, much to the rest of the group’s confusion. | guess 
they’d never had the pleasure of sitting in on a housewife’s conversation. Except 
maybe Maya; she did have dinner with Justin a lot, and Justin’s mother was probably 
one of the biggest gossips out there. She had heard her fair share of the Housewife 
Network. That said, she got the joke, but she’d rather not imagine a clique of middle 
aged women spreading rumors about each other behind each other’s back as if they 
figured themselves better than each other. Probably because deep down they 
totally did. It just didn’t sit right with Maya, even in jest. 


“Yeah, | tried talking with some former punks, but didn’t get jack.” Kanji continued 
the chain of secretly investigating into the matter. His testimony, however, that he 
hadn’t been able to gather any information struck Justin as a little odd... What 
exactly entailed a former punk? Was it someone like Kanji that was kind of a 
troublemaker but changed their ways because they realized causing trouble wasn’t 
exactly a desirable trait in a human being? Was it someone that was a punk until 
they got their teeth knocked out and their knees kicked out? Or maybe even dead? 
What exactly was a former punk? This was going to drive Justin crazy all day now. 
Thanks Kanji. Thanks a fucking lot. Naoto sighed and shook her head, a little 
disappointed, though also somewhat pleased in their results. No gossip on the 
matter means it was highly unlikely they were going to face a repeat of the Hanged 
Man murder scenarios. And that was always a good thing; they didn’t need more 
corpses on their hands after all. 


“Considering that none of us could find evidence, perhaps it’s safe to say that no 
one has wandered in accidentally. “ Naoto mumbled to herself. A lack of evidence 
could both be towards their advantage given the circumstances, but also their 
disadvantage. Going into any situation without knowledge of what to expect would 
be less than opportune; especially something as dangerous as this. She had 
discussed the matter with Rise and Teddie, though they hadn’t turned up much 
themselves. What they had gathered was the Hollow Forrest was pretty damn far 
away from Junes, and they could not for the love of them detect Marie. Now, one 
would assume that meant she wasn’t there, but Margaret seemed pretty clear that 


she had been there so it seemed Teddie and Rise’s detective abilities were 
ultimately useless in this scenario. 


“The Hollow Forest, huh? Is that place also affected by the mind of the person 
inside?” Questioned with curiosity after a while. They knew the human mind had 
some role in the way the television world was composed, though to what extent 
they didn’t quite know. It had to be a pretty damn big thing though if Justin’s 
shadow seemed so passionate about releasing the humans influence over that 
world. Surely no one could get that fired up over something they themselves had 
created, a world made just for them... Though it was hard to say if they really cared 
for it. The torn down city Justin and Maya’s shadow resided in was kind of a shit 
hole, and they were both aware of it. Now it was just the question of whether they 
had always hated it or grown to loathe it over time. If it was the former, he 
suspected that they had brought all of that down upon themselves. If it were the 
latter... Justin felt a little bad for the shadows. Even if they were trying to murder 
every human being. “If that’s the case... then did Marie-chan make that area?” 


“Hollow Forest... We heard that eyeball thing say that in the last battle, right?” 
Yukiko questioned after a moment. It was true that he had mentioned a hollowed 
forest, but Justin had simply assumed that was a metaphor; much like Children of 
the New Potential. He hadn’t really assumed there was any significance to it until 
Yukiko brought it up just now. Was it possible the two were connected? Given the 
important role the giant eyeball seemed to play in all of this, it would seem like 
every word he picked would have deep meaning to it. It couldn’t just be a 
coincidence. 


“| was wondering the same thing. Ameno-sagiri mentioned it. The place that gave 
birth to those who answer the ‘desires’ and ‘wishes for lies’ of humans... was that 
it?” Naoto thunk aloud. Very interesting; it was like an infinite circle of life her. The 
Hollow Forest was where Ameno-sagiri was supposedly born, and from there, he 
went on to fulfill the desires of humans.... Humans who would then go on to change 
and mold and shift the Hollow Forest. From there it was just a question of whether 
humans had an influence on Ameno besides from that of his duty to fulfill mankind’s 
wishes. That was something he did willingly... what about what he could not 
control? 


“Hold on. Are you saying that the image in Marie-chan’s mind is the same forest 
that created that monster?” Yosuke questioned, unable to wrap his mind around 
any of this. To think that Marie could very well have had that creature in the very 
palm of her hand all this time. Was that something a mere human could do? Control 
what was essentially a god? And if so, did they all have this power too? It was just 
all so confusing. 


“The hell...2 Who is she, exactly?” Kanji shouted after a moment, the confusion 
hitting his mind like a brain freeze. It was almost painful for him to contemplate 


something like this; something that defied all normal logical conventions. 
Something that transcended the human reaches of knowledge. They couldn’t 
confirm any of these theories through conventional means, and that made it 
impossible to say what was the truth and what was a filthy lie. But in the end, the 
truth was what you made of it. It was just a matter of believing whether Marie was 
human or something much more dangerous. Justin was going to put his trust in her 
and say human, but even then, his curiosity had certainly been peaked by all of this. 
To think that one person could hold the strings on a being as powerful as that. 
Perhaps she didn’t even have anything to do with Ameno-sagiri and just happened 
to get lost there of all places. There were so many maybes it was hard to choose 
what to believe in. Maybe that’s why Justin chose to believe nothing. A statement 
that held more wisdom than one would think. Yu sighed a bit, shaking his head with 
concern. 


“| don’t even know anymore...” 


